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ABSTRACT 
Retention is a growing concern among colleges across the nation, and Chippewa 
Valley Technical College (CVTC) is no exception. Improving retention requires 
departments to identify specific courses that contribute to low retention rates and 
establish why students are withdrawing or failing these courses. The purpose of this 
project is to develop and implement brain-based learning grammar curriculum for 
Written Communication. Many CVTC students do not have experience with grammar. 
Brain-based teaching methods can help students meet curriculum outcomes by increasing 
students' understanding of grammar and decreasing their writing anxiety. 
The main goal of this project is to increase student retention and decrease failure 
rates in Written Communication. A brain-based teaching facilitator will work with a 
group of Communication Skills instructors to develop a companion workbook for Written 
Communication. The workbook will contain brain-based learning grammar lessons and 
activities that all Written Communication instructors can incorporate into their classes. 
Data will be collected from the 2006-2007 school year to determine if retention 
and failure rates improve from the previous two school years. In addition, students and 
instructors will be surveyed to verify if students' writing skills improve and writing 
anxiety decreases. The surveys should reflect how effective students and faculty deem 
the brain-based curriculum. The results of data and surveys will be disseminated through 
oral presentations to the Communication Skills Department, Staff Development 
Department, and May Academy workshop sessions. Written evaluations will be 
submitted to the Teaching and Learning Center and Faculty Professional Development 
Fund review committees. 
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Problem Statement 
Introduction 
The Student Retention Steering Committee at Chippewa Valley Technical College 
(CVTC) has been charged with the "development and implementation of a college-wide 
retention plan addressing both academic and institutional issues" ("CVTC Committees & Project 
Teams," 2005-2006). To address the academic aspect of retention, the Committee provided each 
department with student retention data during the January 2006 faculty in-service ("Course 
Completion Status Report," 2006). After evaluating the data, the Communication Skills 
Department determined that Written Communication, a general education writing course taken 
primarily by students in two-year, Associate Degree programs, is a course for which faculty 
should be concerned. Its retention rate is significantly lower than all other department courses. 
According to CVTC data (2005), between the fall 2004 semester and the summer 2005 
semester, Written Communication courses concluded semester terms with 86.5 percent of the 
originally registered students still enrolled in the course. However, on average, only 63 percent 
of those students passed the course with a grade of C or higher. Nearly one-third of all Written 
Communication students enrolled between the fall of 2004 and summer of 2005 received a final 
grade of D or F. 
Like most technical and community colleges, CVTC has an open admission policy. All 
applicants are accepted, regardless of their past academic achievements, although individual 
programs can impose additional entrance requirements. Students enter CVTC with a wide range 
of academic ability, and many give evidence of poorly developed writing skills. The challenge to 
CVTC and other two-year institutions which maintain these admission policies is to "design the 
kinds of learning experiences and support services that will engage and challenge these diverse 
students to complete their educational goals" ("Community College Survey," 2005). 
Academically undeprepared students in two-year colleges face great challenges in their 
quest to earn an education ("Engaging Students," 2005, p.2). One of the most common and 
concerning challenges is a lack of educational readiness. Data shows that between the years of 
2000-2004, more than 1 10,000 students have enrolled in remediation classes in the Wisconsin 
Technical College System ("Findings of the Underprepared," 2005). Because CVTC and other 
WTCS colleges do not require remedial coursework-and in fact may not even offer it- 
underprepared students are brought into classrooms with students who are prepared. This diverse 
range of abilities presents a unique challenge for Written Communication instructors in terms of 
retention: to teach syntax, grammar, and writing competencies to classes composed of students 
with mixed writing abilities in a manner that helps retain underprepared students. 
To improve Written Communication retention and failure rates, instructors in the 
Communication Skills Department are planning to identify students who are at risk to withdraw 
from or fail Written Communication by better understanding underpreparedness. In addition, it is 
essential for instructors to acknowledge the connection between skills, emotions, and 
achievement since Rose and Nicholl(1997) claim "emotion is very important to the educative 
process because it drives attention, which drives learning and memory" (p.5 1). Therefore, the 
Communication Skills Department might fill this need by adapting its methods for teaching 
grammar to include brain-based and collaborative learning concepts. 
Why retention matters 
Postsecondary institutions work hard to recruit new students by offering innovative 
programs, quality faculty, and student-friendly services. The larger problem for institutions 
today, however, is not attracting students; rather, the real dilemma is keeping these students. Just 
over half of all students who start their education actually complete their degree at two-year 
colleges ("National Collegiate," 2005). Professor Michael Kirst noted that these students often 
cannot cope with academic expectations or find themselves frustrated and quit school (as cited in 
"Most College-Bound Students," 2005, p.6). 
Low completion rates have resulted in increased pressure from state and federal agencies 
for colleges and universities to provide retention and graduation data, which is then used as a 
benchmark for "academic quality" (Stover, 2005, p. 1). When institutions provide statistical 
evidence that students are staying in school, the interpreted message is that it is academically 
sound. However, poor retention is more than just an image problem; it is also a financial one. 
When students quit school, schools lose money (Stover, 2005, p.1). 
According to some theorists, retention might have value and benefit beyond students and 
institutions, rising to the level of what is best for our nation. Kuh et a1 (2005) argued we must be 
prepared to meet the future needs of our workforce (p.7). Lotkowski, Robbins, & Noeth (2004) 
support meeting this need, cautioning that "six out of every ten jobs require some postsecondary 
education and training" (p.vi). While high school graduation rates have improved, more needs to 
be done at the college level. Lotkowski, Robbins, & Noeth (2004) emphasized that "low 
retention rates waste human talent and resources, jeopardize our nation's economic future, and 
threaten the economic viability of our postsecondary institutions and our country's democratic 
traditions" (p.2). The message is simple: we need an educated workforce, and students must 
remain in school and earn their degree to help meet that economic need. 
In light of the nation-wide emphasis on retention, many postsecondary institutions have 
deemed improving student "persistence and degree completion" a "high priority" (Kuh et al., 
2005, p.7). In fact, Brawer (1996) confirmed that colleges are doing more to reach students 
before they quit. Habley & McClanahan (2004) reported that in their survey of two-year 
colleges, more than half of the 190 respondents indicated they had implemented at least some 
retention policies since 1980, including orientation, advising, and "early warning" programs 
(p.3). Despite these increased efforts, however, more needs to be done. There are a significant 
number of schools who have yet to tackle student retention issues ("Many Colleges"). 
Perhaps there is a lack of planning because academic institutions typically hold students 
accountable for quitting school instead of acknowledging their role in helping students succeed 
("Many Colleges"). For example, three ACT reports on student retention concluded that even 
when institutions are faulted for poor student retention, the blame is focused on non-academic 
problems, such as financial aid ("What Works", 2005, p.2). Essentially, "the findings also 
suggest colleges are more likely to blame students than their own practices for high drop out 
rates" ("Many Colleges," 2005). Unfortunately, blaming students for not succeeding 
oversimplifies the retention problem and actually prevents schools from addressing the core 
problems for students. 
Solving today's retention problem requires a genuine commitment from an entire college. 
In their report, Lokowski, Robbins, & Noeth (2005) recommended that to truly address retention, 
colleges and universities should "strive to develop well-planned, comprehensive and tailored 
retention programs" that "address both academic and non-academic factors" (p.3). Habley & 
McClanahan (2004) supported this idea by arguing that "improved retention evolves from quality 
programs and services to students" (p.21). This is the exact purpose of CVTC's Student 
Retention Steering Committee: create student retention strategies that stem from multiple 
approaches (CVTC Committees and Project Teams, 2005-2006). 
Underprepared learners 
Retention committees typically begin by determining the characteristics of students who 
stay enrolled and those who quit (Brawer, 1996). Although each college has a student body with 
unique needs, community and technical colleges such as CVTC should recognize that those who 
are "high risk" to withdraw from or quit school are usually "academically underprepared 
students, students of color, first-generation students, nontraditional college-age learners, and 
part-time students" ("Engaging Students," 2005, p.2). Additional high-risk factors for students 
include "full-time employment, dependent (other than a spouse) at home, [and] single parenting" 
("Why Focus on Student Engagement", 2005). These risk categories are noteworthy for CVTC 
faculty and administrators, as community college students are nearly four times more likely to 
fall into multiple at-risk categories than students who attend four-year colleges ("Engaging 
Students," 2005, p 5). 
Although CVTC's retention committee will focus on both academic and non-academic 
retention factors, the role for faculty is primarily academic. And, contrary to what many faculty 
members might believe, research shows that underprepared students are actually better connected 
to their schools than their peers who are prepared. In fact, underprepared students typically 
complete their assignments and show more willingness to seek help from their instructors and 
other support services ("Engaging Students," 2005, p.2). Essentially, the problem is not a lack of 
hard work; rather, they are "working harder, but achieving lower results" ("Engaging Students," 
2005, p.3). 
In contrast, however, students who are academically prepared for college better adjust to 
the social and educational environments in postsecondary institutions. Tinto's Theory of Student 
Departure supports this notion because it suggests that when students decide whether or not to 
remain enrolled in college, they base their decision on their academic success or failure 
(Lotkowski, Robbins, & Noeth, 2005, p. 11). Therefore, when Written Communication students 
earn low grades despite their efforts, they are more likely to determine they cannot succeed and 
quit the class-and possibly the College itself. 
Writing anxiety is another, more indirect consequence of students not being adequately 
prepared for college writing. "Writing anxiety," defined by Solomon & Knobloch (2000), "is a 
psychological condition that causes people to be apprehensive about composing text." 
O'Shaughnessy, McDonald, Maher, & Dobie (2002) explained, the writing process naturally 
creates a certain amount of anxiety as "writers must move from heaps of unorganized, perhaps 
even contradictory, perceptions, memories, and propositions to a clearly focused statement of 
what they think about a topic." Hence, all students could potentially feel the pangs of anxiety as 
they labor over their writing assignments. 
However, when students are not academically prepared to complete college-level writing 
requirements, additional performance pressure is placed upon students, often resulting in 
increased anxiety. As a result, students who lack writing experience or ability may feel anxious 
about enrolling in Written Communication. Miritello (1 996) asserted that returning adult students 
commonly feel "uneasy and often underprepared as writers in the classroom" (p.2). As Kountz 
(1998) explained, students with writing anxiety find themselves feeling "highly exposed" (p.4). 
Writers reveal more than their thoughts; their writing skills--or lacks thereof-are also available 
for scrutiny. 
In their research on communication anxiety, Solomon & Knobloch (2000) found that 
writing anxiety can in turn have a detrimental effect on students' behaviors and learning abilities, 
manifesting itself in a number of ways. Not surprisingly, students who experience writing 
anxiety are more likely to avoid writing tasks-even when they are in writing classes. In 
addition, Solomon & Knobloch (2000) argued that these students are more likely to believe they 
cannot write, which links writing anxiety to "decreased academic performance," including lower 
scores on writing assignments and exams. 
Indeed, writing anxiety can be demoralizing for underprepared students. Shaughnessy 
(1977), a powerful voice in the writing field, explained that for basic writers [now called 
underprepared], "academic writing is a trap, not a way of saying something to someone" (p. 7). 
Shaughnessy articulated the painful reality underprepared writers face in college: 
By the time he reaches college, the BW [basic writer] student both resents and resists his 
vulnerability as a writer. He is aware that he leaves a trail of errors behind him when he 
writes. He can usually think of little else while he is writing. But he doesn't know what 
to do about it. Writing puts him on a line, and he doesn't want to be there. For every three 
hundred words he writes, he is likely to use from ten to thirty forms that the academic 
reader regards as serious errors. Some writers, inhibited by their fear of error, produce but 
a few lines an hour or keep trying to begin, crossing out one try after another until the 
sentence is hopelessly tangled (p.7). 
The research on writing anxiety and its debilitating effect on students establishes writing anxiety 
as an important issue for Communication Skills instructors to recognize as they consider 
improving retention. 
Why college students are underprepared 
The efforts of the Communication Skills Department to target retention through 
academics is based on the belief that a "student's academic competence in such areas as reading, 
writing, and mathematics is related to retention" (Lotkowski, Robbins, & Noeth, 2005, p.12). 
Research confirms there is reason to be concerned about CVTC's students' preparedness for 
technical college. According to the report Crisis at the Core-Preparing All Students for College 
and Work (2005), ACT studies indicate that "too few of the graduating class of 2004 are ready 
for college-level work in English, math, or science." In fact, based on current studies, college 
readiness levels are not expected to improve with the 2006 and 2008 high school graduates 
("College Readiness," 2004). In other words, college instructors will continue to see 
underprepared students in the near future. 
Research from Shaughnessy and others suggests that for Communication Skills 
instructors to truly understand underprepared students, we must do more than merely accept that 
underprepared students are in our classes. We need to understand why so many of our students 
are not ready for college-level writing, and accept that insufficient writing experience is at the 
heart of the underprepared issue. Many of these high school students are simply not taking 
sequences of classes that will prepare them academically for college ("Students Graduate," 
2005). Kirst and Venezia argued that underprepared students are products of a huge divide 
among first-generation students and the open-enrollment colleges these students will probably 
attend (as cited in "Most College-Bound Students," 2005, p.6). In fact, just under half of all 
students planning to attend college have not completed the necessary courses to prepare them 
("On Course for Success," 2005, p.2). These are the students who typically do not receive 
academic guidance from teachers, counselors, or family members. Without proper advising and 
support, they often "avoid rigorous courses their senior year, mistakenly believing that they are 
adequately prepared for college" ("Most College-Bound Students, 2005, p.6). Furthermore, 
according to the Wisconsin Technical College System's "Findings of the Underprepared 
Learners Work Group" report (2005), technical colleges face a larger challenge than just 
underprepared high school students: returning adults, who may or may not have had core 
academic courses during their high school years. 
A second issue related to insufficient writing experience is curriculum based, for even 
when students take core classes (English, math, and science), the classes often do not adequately 
prepare students for post-secondary academics ("Students Graduate," 2005). According to the 
Director of The Education Trust, Kati Haycock (2005), there are too many high school students 
who "are fed watered-down coursework" rather than challenging curriculum (as cited in 
"Preparing," 2005). Haycock also noted that the students who are most likely to find themselves 
in low-quality core classes are racial minorities and students from low-income families, arguing 
"that all students-not just a select few-are prepared for the future" (as cited in "Preparing," 
2005). Criticisms of our K-12 curriculum are not new nor are they likely to wane; however, 
Block (2005) argued these' perceived shortcomings should not result in blaming schools for 
inadequacies. Rather, critics should recognize K-12 schools are "the results of the social and 
political forces that vie for power in American society, and which use the schools as the tools 
and scapegoats to pursue their partisan agenda." It is perhaps helpful for the Communication 
Skills Department to understand the educational system from which CVTC students graduate; 
however, placing blame on our students--or the K-12 schools-for our students' 
underpreparedness does not help faculty better teach these students. 
Instructors at post-secondary institutions expect students to be prepared for academic 
writing, yet many feel students are particularly lacking in grammar skills. According to Bean 
(2001), college teachers "have a long tradition of complaining about errors in their students' 
writing." Huddleston and Pullman (2003) confirmed that "faculty members commonly complain 
that today's high-school graduates are not acquainted with even the most basic concepts of 
grammar, such as tense, case, or even parts of speech." Teachers often complain because they 
are looking for mistakes. Williams argued that teachers typically read their students' writing with 
"the primary purpose of finding errors, whereas they read their own colleagues' drafts-in- 
progress for ideas" (as cited in Bean, 2001, p. 60). Saddler and Graham (2005) agreed, stating 
"teachers' evaluations of the quality of students' text are influenced by sentence structure (p.44). 
As Elbow (1998a) explained, when readers detect grammar errors, they are bound to detect 
additional errors as well (p. 168). These additional errors found by instructors can lead to lower 
grades for students, which reinforces the underprepared learners' notion that they cannot keep 
pace with the course. 
The problem can be partially blamed on a disconnect between K-12 and post-secondary 
instructors' writing expectations. The ACT survey reported that high school teachers ranked 
grammar and usage as the least important skill out of six writing categories, while college 
instructors ranked grammar and usage as the most important. ("Survey Shows," 2003). This 
complaint is supported by many college students who claim they have not formally studied 
grammar since elementary school (Thomas and Austin, 2005, p.64). This is not to say that 
grammar is never taught in high schools, because it is-sometimes. As Huddleston and Pullman 
(2003) asserted, when grammar is taught in high schools, it is done so "sporadically at the 
discretion of individual English teachers." However, this divide between high school and college 
teachers' grammar expectations is largely irrelevant as it is likely to continue. Instead of blaming 
students for not meeting their college-level expectations, instructors can refocus their efforts to 
teaching them what they need to know using methods that will potentially reach all students. 
The grammar debate 
The debate over whether or not grammar should be taught is certainly not new among 
writing teachers, and one can find substantial research and opinions that suggest grammar should 
not be taught. Thomas & Austin (2005) explained that the "'Braddock Report,"' published in the 
early 1960s, refuted the established theory that teaching grammar improves writing. With 
support from well-known researchers like Peter Elbow and Frank O'Hare, the report was 
influential in steering writing teachers away from teaching grammar (p.62). Studies suggest the 
trend has continued. High school English teachers today emphasize writing strategies, ideas, and 
organization, believing students' understanding and use of grammar will develop as they write 
("Survey Shows," 2003; Thomas & Austin, 2005, p. 63). Teaching grammar is considered by 
some to be a sure path to suppressing students' creativity. 
Despite the evidence against grammar instruction, there is contrasting research that 
suggests college instructors should teach grammar in their writing courses because students are 
not only capable of learning it but that they, indeed, should learn it. Thomas and Austin (2005) 
reasoned "that it is the human brain's ability to process grammar that separates us from apes, 
allowing us 'to verbally think, deduce, evaluate and decide, as well as speak and comprehend 
sentences"' (p.63). Instructors are justified to assume their students have the ability to study 
grammar concepts as they relate to writing; however, that ability alone is not reason enough to 
study grammar. 
Even though college instructors may have multiple reasons for assigning writing, most 
will expect their students' papers to give evidence of clearly expressed ideas and articulated 
opinions that are logically organized. Unfortunately, underprepared students will find this a 
difficult task to accomplish as they often fixate on writing grammatically correct sentences 
instead of expressing clear ideas. Elbow (1998a) explained that writers who do not understand 
grammar will almost certainly find their thoughts preoccupied with whether or not they have 
made a mistake (p. 167). And, even though Elbow does not favor grammar instruction, he further 
acknowledged that a student's intense focus on grammar "makes it almost impossible to achieve 
that undistracted attention to your thoughts and experiences as you write that is so crucial for 
strong writingm(p. 169). 
Although Elbow (1998a. 169) encouraged writers to ignore grammar to the best of their 
abilities, Shaughnessy (1977, 1 1) argued it is wrong to influence students into believing that 
grammatical errors are superficial in nature and not reflective of true ability (p. 169 & p. 11). 
Shaughnessy stated that for underprepared students, "error is more than a mishap; it is a barrier 
that keeps him not only from writing something in formal English but from having something to 
write" (p.11). Saddler and Graham (2005) asserted that writing is "quite complex, as the writer 
must deal with a number of demands, including word choice, syntax, textual connections, clarity, 
rhythm, and so forth" (p.44). As a result, writing choices can become difficult for students who 
have not mastered a basic understanding of grammar and syntax; therefore, the "considerable 
attention" students allocate to these decisions "depletes the cognitive resources available for 
other important writing processes, such as planning or revising" (p. 44). 
According to Elbow (1998a), writers can overcome their preoccupation with grammar by 
ignoring it as they write, instead focusing on the writing process itself. Elbow argued that even 
though grammar errors will inherently be present in writer's work, it is not essential for writers 
themselves to examine their writing for mistakes; rather, they can always find someone who 
knows grammar well to review their work (p. 169). However, even if writers find a fiiend or 
colleague to review their work, they themselves know they cannot discuss and analyze the 
grammatical elements of their own writing. Shaughnessy (1977) expressed concern for student 
writers who are bewildered when it comes to grammar because "language learners at any level 
appear to seek out, either consciously or unconsciously, the underlying patterns that govern the 
language they are learning" (p. 10). Even though students may grumble about the seemingly 
complex nature of grammar, most can recognize its value. 
Underprepared college students who lack grammatical skills may experience challenges 
beyond the expression of ideas. According to Ehrenworth & Vinton (2005), ". . .grammar is 
intimately linked with power. Power inhabits the linguistic codes a culture accepts. And control 
of grammar confers access" (3.4). Lisa Delpit fiercely defends grammar instruction, especially to 
at-risk students, who are more likely to experience limited access to "opportunities" because of 
their inability to meet cultural grammatical conventions (p.4). Bean (2001) also believed that 
grammar is connected to cultural acceptance, stating that most Americans "(especially those with 
upwardly mobile desires) strive to avoid grammatical shibboleths that would identify them as 
poorly educated" (p. 58). And, even though grammatical mistakes such as using "who" and 
"whom" incorrectly will not prevent the reader's comprehension, "the consequences of ignoring 
these distinctions have seemed serious in a country as socially mobile as this society has until 
recently imagined itself to be" (Shaughnessy, 1977, p. 120). Moreover, learning grammar 
concepts can improve confidence levels (Elbow, 1998, p.168). This could help college graduates 
as they begin their job searches. As Huddleston & Pullman (2003) asserted, "having a grasp of 
grammatical concepts has practical value" since it is increasingly common for professionals to 
find writing skills essential in their careers. 
Teaching grammar: making the connection 
Studies suggest the Communication Skills Department might best address retention by 
shifting the focus of the grammar debate from whether or not it should be taught to how it should 
be more effectively taught. In fact, Huddleston & Pullman (2003) suggested that "the question of 
how much grammar should be taught, and at which stages, might be due for a little more thought 
among educators." The current grammar teaching method endorsed by CVTC Written 
Communication instructors is direct instruction, a method steeped in behaviorism. Standridge 
(2002) defined behaviorism as being "primarily concerned with observable and measurable 
aspects of human behavior"; in other words, behaviorists are concerned with "actions" instead of 
"thoughts or emotions." Educators who embrace behaviorism often control the learning 
environment by teaching to specific objectives according to predetermined time constraints. In 
addition, educational behaviorists rely on tests as a primary means of assessments. 
Communication Skills instructors typically teach grammar concepts by explaining individual 
grammar rules through a logical, step-by-step process; providing students with grammar 
examples; and testing students via multiple choice tests to determine if they have met the 
competency by earning a minimum grade of 70 percent. 
Although some researchers assert direct instruction can work with adult students, most 
agree it is an ineffective approach to teaching. Fitch (1995) argued that teaching grammar to 
adult students can be effective since adults have better developed memory skills than their 
younger counterparts and a better ability to apply grammar rules appropriately in their writing. 
However, the voices that declare direct grammar instruction a futile act far outnumber those that 
support it. Weaver (1996) believed that "traditional" grammar instruction is ineffective largely 
because of its behaviorist roots. Weaver explained her view in the following passage: 
We have simply taken for granted the behaviorist ideas that practice makes perfect and 
that skills practiced in isolation will be learned that way and then applied as relevant. We 
have assumed that this is the way teaching and learning should work, despite the 
overwhelming evidence that it doesn't. With respect to grammar, Hams and Rowan 
(1 989) show quite convincingly that a conscious grasp of grammatical concepts requires 
a depth of understanding that is not often gained through practice exercises alone. 
Weaver's sentiments are strongly echoed by Schuster (2003) who claimed teaching grammar via 
the "traditional grammar paradigm" is ineffective because "the definitions of TSG [traditional 
school grammar] do not define, the examples are typically simpleminded, and the drill is 
mindless and unengaging" (p.21). Schuster (2003) believed using direct instruction can result in 
"undermining" students' attempts to process grammatical rules since "their intuitive knowledge 
[is] contradicted" (p.21). In other words, despite what are probably genuine efforts put forth by 
instructors to help students better understand grammar, direct instruction is a method that does 
not fit these objectives. 
Retention rates can be directly affected by direct instruction. As Schuster suggested, 
when instructors use direct instruction to teach grammar, not only do most students not learn 
grammar but they can become incredibly bored by the mundane routine of drill and practice. 
Thomas and Austin (2005) argued this repetitive approach can be "stultifying" (p.64). And, when 
students become bored in their classes, they are more likely to skip, creating an unforeseen 
problem of attendance (p. 64). Thomas & Austin (2005) emphasized the point: "Completing 
countless exercises on such problems [with basic writing] induces boredom, which frequently 
leads to poor attendance in developmental classes and eventual withdrawal" (p.65). At South 
Carolina's Tri-County Technical College, Wood & Craft (2000) found that traditional lecture 
courses reflected low retention rates of "30-60 percent." Student attendance deserves the 
attention of Written Communication instructors because low attendance rates often result in 
lower grades, which may influence underprepared students to quit. 
Although direct instruction is widely agreed to be ineffective, many theorist claim it is 
fairly easy to recognize how it has been in practice for decades. Teaching students how to write 
is inherently a challenging task because there is no single best way to accomplish this. In 
grammar, however, instructors find an orderly system of rules that allow for sequential, direct 
instruction. Elbow (1998b) claimed this is in fact why teachers spend so much time with 
grammar: "it is the one part of writing that can be straightforwardly taught" (p.138). 
Shaughnessy (1977) shared Elbow's sentiment, although with less criticism and blame. She 
wrote: "Teachers must do something Monday morning, and this reality forces them either to do 
what their teachers did on Monday morning or to invent English composition anew out of their 
understanding of the craft and their observations of students learning to write" (p.120). Schuster 
(2003) concurred with Shaughnessy that teachers are apt to teach not only what they themselves 
have learned but what "the community expects them to teach" (p.6). Branam (n.d.) explained that 
"research has found that the general population find grammar of great importance." 
The core challenge to the Communication Skills Department is that it recognizes the 
limitations of direct instruction yet still supports grammar instruction; therefore, the department 
can revise its teaching methods instead of the teaching objectives. Ehrenworth & Vinton (2005) 
suggested that "if we are teaching grammar, and the students are not learning grammar from us, 
then there is something wrong with the way we are teaching it" (p. 10) . Moreover, Wood & Craft 
(2000) asserted that "educational research has shown that the majority of students entering 
associate degree programs do not learn as effectively in the traditional lecture, teacher-centered 
instructional mode as they can learn in a contextual, student-centered, active-learning 
environment." In fact, according to Gardner (1994), the only students who do benefit from direct 
instruction "are those who are 'brighter,' better educated, and from families of higher 
socioeconomic status, in other words, presumably those students with relatively highly 
developed abstract reasoning skills" (p. 39). As established earlier, these are not the students 
who typically attend CVTC or other community colleges. Caine & Caine (1994) also faulted the 
"factory model" (drill and practice) for being ineffective because it fails to address "the relevant 
skills and attributes students need" and does not "take advantage of the brain's capacity to learn" 
(p.14). 
To reach improved retention rates in Written Communication, the Communication Skills 
Department needs to integrate a grammar teaching strategy designed to connect with students' 
thoughts, emotions, and experiences in a manner that is simultaneously interactive and engaging, 
as well as non-threatening. Brain-based learning might best achieve this goal because it "moves 
the learner from memorizing information to meaningful learning" (Lankard, 1996). Brain-based 
learning might best be explained as a theory that "involves using approaches to schooling that 
rely on recent brain research to support and develop improved teaching strategies" (ASCD: Brain 
and learning, 2006). As O'Banion (1997) wrote, "The human brain is where learning occurs. It 
follows logically (for those who 'prefer' a learning style based on logic) that educators are great 
consumers of the latest brain research so they can implement sound educational practices to 
expand and increase learning in their students" (p.88). Brain-based theory recognizes that all 
students' brains are unique; therefore, all students do not learn the same way. As a result, brain- 
based teaching methods encourage a variety of active learning through the use of hand 
manipulations (squeeze toys, Koosh balls, Slinkys, etc), "real-life projects," field trips, and guest 
speakers (ASCD: Brain and learning, 2006). Even though brain-based theory recognizes that 
everyone learns in unique ways, the core belief is that "everyone does learn" ("Brain-based 
learning,"1998). In accepting this belief, the Communication Skills Department can assume all 
students-including underprepared students--can study and understand grammar. 
In learning to apply brain-based concepts to teaching grammar, Written Communication 
instructors will need to study what Caine & Caine (1994) explained as "twelve principles that 
can serve as a general theoretical foundation for brain-based learning": 
1. The brain is a parallel processor. 
2. Learning engages the entire physiology. 
3. The search for meaning is innate. 
4. The search for meaning occurs through patterning. 
5. Emotions are critical to patterning. 
6. The brain processes parts and wholes simultaneously. 
7. Learning involves both focused attention and peripheral perception. 
8. Learning always involves conscious and unconscious processes. 
9. We have at least two different types of memory: a spatial memory system and a 
set of systems for rote learning. 
10. We understand and remember best when facts and skills are embedded in natural, 
spatial memory. 
1 1. Learning is enhanced by challenge and inhibited by threat. 
12. Each brain is unique (p. 95). 
The essence of these core beliefs focuses on what neuroscientists have discovered about 
the brain and how it works. Brain-based theorists argue that if educators develop learning 
objectives based on these core beliefs, learning will be more engaging and more effective than 
traditional teacher-centered curriculum. Eric Jensen explained that students learn through trying 
out new ideas, making mistakes, and practicing "skills and knowledge" in environments that 
support students, not intimidate them (as cited in Rutter, 2001). Jensen added that "smart people 
got smart not by knowing all the answers, but by being better thinkers and eliminating the bad 
answer choices. That comes from time-consuming projects, discussions, research, building, 
designing, reflection, and brainstorming" (as cited in Rutter, 2001). Grammar instruction can 
evolve from explaining rules to discussing how grammar impacts writing, what frustrates writers, 
and how grammar can be applied to writing. 
As Written Communication instructors incorporate these principles into Written 
Communication, we should be mindful of specific instructional techniques from which students 
can benefit. First, underprepared learners often experience writing anxiety, and brain-based 
theory acknowledges the connection between emotions and learning, endorsing learning that 
occurs in a relaxed environment. Jensen (2000) asserted that a stress-free environment is 
important when students are studying language (p.78). According to Lackney (1998), "Brain 
research suggests that the brain learns best when confronted with a balance between stress and 
comfort; high challenge and low threat." Indeed, students have reached the right "emotional 
level" when "they are fully engaged and motivated in the learning experience being physically 
and psychologically comfortable in the environment" (Dwyer, 2002, p. 266). 
In addition, Grammar is often taught through boring repetitive means. However, Jensen 
(2000) believes innovative repetition enhances the learning process (p. 78). The Communication 
Skills Department could develop interesting and engaging grammar lessons that keep students 
involved in learning. Thomas and Austin (2005) suggest that "using games and electronic 
activities can enhance learning, serving as a hook to learning seemingly difficult grammar 
concepts" (p.65). In addition, brain-based learning encourages learners to "consolidate and 
internalize information by actively processing it" by being immersed in their learning ("Brain- 
based learning," 1998). Connecting theory to personal experiences as well as their own writing 
would be especially helpful to Written Communication students as they learn to apply grammar 
rules. After all, Sylwester claimed that "the brain functions best when it creates rich connecting 
patterns among related units of meaningful information" (as cited in Dwyer, 2002, p. 267). 
Through brain-based learning, the Communication Skills Department can possibly teach 
grammar to students in a meaningful way that encourages actively learning, improves students' 
writing, and increases retention in Written Communication. 
Significance of the Project 
Improving grammar teaching methods to better match Written Communication's 
students' diverse learning needs directly supports CVTC's vision statement, values, and strategic 
goals. The College's vision statement emphasizes its goal of being an integral part of the 
community that is "dedicated to adding value through learning and student success" 
("MissionlVision Statements," 2006). In addition, CVTC established that it values "all students 
and their diverse backgrounds. We are committed to their learning and success in a global 
society." One of the College's strategic goals states that "CVTC will meet the changing student 
education needs" by increasing "teaching and learning effectiveness" and expanding "student 
retention efforts" ("MissionNision Statements," 2006). The goals and vision of the College 
clearly recognizes and embraces CVTC's diverse student body and supports effective learning. 
To help these students learn, instructional methods must be designed to meet the students' 
learning needs. By adapting grammar teaching methods to brain-based learning strategies, the 
Communication Skills Department leaves behind traditional, direct instruction and moves 
Written Communication to where many believe it ought to be in the 21St century. As shown in 
Table 1, O'Banion (1997) argued in support of brain-based learning because it allows for 
individuals to make learning meaningful (p.89). 
Table 1: New Views of Learning, (O'Banion, 1997, p. 90) 
I I ("immersion"). I 
Old Learning 
Closed: Inputs are carefully controlled 
New Learning 
Open: We are provided a rich variety of inputs 
are expected to 
follow the same learning sequence; learners 
only learn one thing at a time. 
Parallel-Processed: Different learners 
simultaneously follow different learning paths; 
many types of learning happen at the same 
time for individual learners. 
Designed: Both knowledge and the learning 
process are predetermined by others. 
) when, and how we learn. 1 curricul~rn, activities, and assessment; teacher I 
Emergent: Knowledge is created through the 1 
relationship between the knower and the 
known. The outcome cannot be known in 
Controlled: The "teacher" determines what, 
advance. 
Self-Organized: We are active in 
1 Static: Same material and method applied to ( Adaptive: Material and teaching methods 
1 is a facilitator and designer of 
Discrete, Separated: Disciplines are separate 
and independent; roles of teacher and student 
I clearlv differentiated. 
1 controlled sequences, from simple "parts" to ) rapid and frequent iteration between parts and 
Messy, Webbed: Disciplines 
roles are flexible. 
all students. 1 
, Linear: Material is taught in predictable, 
varied based on our interest and learning styles. 
Nonlinear: We learn nonsequentially, with 
I others for rewards. 
complex "wh&es." 
Competing: We learn alone and compete with 
"intelligence" is based on our learning 
communitv. 
whole. 
Co-evolving: We learn together; our 
O'Banion's comparison of "old" and "new" learning provides a side-by-side comparison of 
direct instruction (behaviorism) and brain-based learning. Research suggests that the more 
involved students are with their learning, the more likely they are to remain in school. In fact, 
"student learning and student retention are correlated strongly with student engagement. The 
more actively engaged students are.. .the more likely they are to persist in their college studies 
and to achieve at higher levels" (Community College Survey: Why focus on student engagement, 
2005). Students will simply not become involved in their learning if instructors use direct 
instruction methods. 
Grammar is taught in Written Communication to help students meet the editing 
competency in the Wisconsin Technical College System's Course Outcome Summary ("Written 
Communication," 2004, p.5). According to this document, students who successfully meet this 
competency will be able to verify "English usage against conventional standards (spelling, 
punctuation, sentence structure, and usage)" ("Written Communication," 2004, p.5). In addition, 
CVTC has identified strong communication skills as one of the eight core abilities all CVTC 
graduates should develop, regardless of the program or degree in which students are enrolled. 
Written Communication is designed to develop CVTC students' overall writing ability in an 
effort to support their academic success and meet business and industry expectations. If students 
cannot apply grammar conventions through revisions, they will fail to meet this course 
competency and one of CVTC's core abilities. 
This project is designed to better understand the characteristics of Written 
Communication students and determine if brain-based learning proves a better alternative to 
direct instruction. Retention is a unique issue at every college, and knowing more about Written 
Communication students via surveys and data is an important step in improving retention. In 
fact, "only systematically collected data can help us understand the typical student experience for 
any institution seeking improvement in student learning, persistence, and completion of 
academic goals" ("Engaging Students," 2005, p.2). 
Benefits of the Project 
Brain-based learning moves beyond the traditional teaching practice of lectures and tests 
to interactive and collaborative methods of learning that can be assessed through means other 
than tests (Kuh et al., 2005, p. 204). All Written Communication students, particularly those who 
are underprepared, may improve their academic performance by demonstrating their skills 
through multiple forms of grammar assessments, which may include writing journals, portfolios, 
peer revisions, and discussion board activities. Learners benefit from student-centered activities 
that encourage them to connect their experiences to new knowledge: 
When faculty honor and celebrate students' backgrounds and encourage students to make 
use of their prior knowledge, they empower students as learners. Valuing students' prior 
knowledge is a bridge to connecting students to the curriculum and to helping them make 
meaning of their educational experience (Kuh et al., 2005, p. 205). 
Creating an engaging, interactive classroom environment in Written Communication may 
impact all students in several beneficial ways, but underprepared students stand to be affected the 
most. First, writing anxiety may decrease as students study in a challenging yet non-threatening 
environment where mistakes are not always punished with bad grades. Kuh et al. (2005) 
reasoned, "Recognizing students' talents and preferred learning styles empowers them and also 
makes it possible to raise standards for academic challenges" (p.205). Second, students 
understanding of and application of grammar concepts could improve by learning from 
instructional methods designed to reach diverse learning styles and writing abilities. As a result, 
overall writing skills could increase. As skills improve, so will students' grades. This is 
significant in terms of retention because research has established that when underprepared 
students earn low grades, they are at an increased risk to quit. 
The data gathered throughout the academic school year will provide the Communication 
Skills Department with a clearer picture of Written Communication students' writing 
characteristics, which is important because each college's student body is unique. This will help 
Written Communication instructors design cumculum that is tailored to students' needs. 
According to Gardiner (1 994), research suggests "that understanding more fully the backgrounds 
and developmental and contextual reasons our students behave as they do can greatly enhance 
our ability to help them develop" (p.95). The department will also obtain retention and final 
grade data. This data will verify if more students are successfully completing the course after the 
introduction of brain-based learning. If grades improve as a result of improved writing skills, 
students may find more success in future courses and within their profession. Even though 
writing skills are essential in the academic and professional world, college graduates are not 
entering the workforce with adequate writing skills (Hansen & Hansen, n.d.). The 
communication core ability supports business and industry needs, and teaching in a method that 
helps students develop and improve their communication skills better prepares them to meet the 
core ability and future employment needs. 
An educational institution's reputation is often reflected by its students' academic 
performance. If CVTC graduates enter the Chippewa Valley workforce with strong writing 
skills, CVTC stands to benefit from potential business partnerships, employer training 
opportunities, and increased student applicants. Designing cumculum to meet the needs of 
CVTC students not only supports the College's vision statement and goals, but benefits students. 
Gardiner (1 994) explained that "by determinedly focusing on improving the quality of their 
educational processes, many institutions can achieve dramatic gains in student development" (p. 
95). Additionally, if retention and failure rates are improved, CVTC can use that data to promote 
reassuring messages of student successes and exciting learning environments to potential new 
student groups, especially those who fear they are not academically prepared for college. 
Goals and Objectives 
The overall aim of this project is to increase student retention and decrease failure rates in 
Written Communication courses by adopting brain-based grammar instruction methods. To 
achieve this goal, the project must address many important aspects of curriculum and instruction: 
Goal 1 : Adapt grammar curriculum to brain-based learning methods in all formats of 
Written Communication: traditional, hybrid, Internet, and print-based. 
Objectives: 
To work with a brain-based facilitator for guided instruction and professional insight 
to brain-based learning and its application to grammar. 
To develop a companion workbook for Written Communication class that contains 
brain-based grammar lessons and resources for instructors and students. 
To introduce the companion workbook to the Communication Skills Department in 
August 2006. This will help familiarize instructors with brain-based teaching methods 
and the new grammar curriculum. 
To purchase brain-based learning CDs, marker and colored pencil sets, paper, 
scissors, and hand manipulators for Written Communication instructors to use in 
conjunction with their grammar activities. 
Goal 2: Assess Written Communication students' levels of writing abilities and 
anxieties to provide a better understanding of CVTC students' academic needs. 
Objectives: 
To develop and implement a standard pre-assessment grammar survey to determine 
incoming Written Communication students' grammar skills. 
To develop and implement a writing anxiety assessment survey to determine 
incoming Written Communication students' level of anxiety. 
Goal 3: Improve student retention and failure rates in Written Communication by at least five 
percent during the 200612007 academic school year. 
Objective: 
To reduce writing anxiety by creating a challenging yet safe learning environment. 
To develop student-centered grammar lessons that improve students' grammar usage 
and overall writing skills. 
To improve students' final grades by assessing achievement in multiple formats, not 
just test scores. 
Goal 4: Modify the grammar activities and assessments as needed at the end of the 200612007 
academic year. 
Objectives: 
To evaluate the overall success of the brain-based curriculum through retention and 
final grade data. 
To determine if the grammar curriculum activities, workbook, or assessment tools 
need revisions to further improve chances for student success. 
Project Evaluation 
The success of the brain-based grammar curriculum project will be measured in several 
ways. First, all Written Communication students will complete a pre-assessment grammar test to 
determine their level of grammar knowledge at the beginning of the semester. At the same time, 
students will be asked to complete a survey to indicate their level of experience with grammar 
and corresponding anxiety. 
At the end of the fall 2006 and spring 2007 semesters, the Curriculum Team will ask 
CVTC's Information Technology Department for retention data. This will reveal how many 
students officially withdrew ffom Written Communication and how many completed it with a 
grade of C- or better. When this information is compared with the retention and failure rates of 
the 2004-2005 and 2005-2006 school semesters, it will verify whether or not 2006-2007 student 
grades improved after brain-based grammar curriculum was integrated to Written 
Communication. 
Grammar Curriculum 
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Grammar Pre-Assessment Survey 
Please read each question. Circle the letter that most accurately reflects your response to the 
question. For question #7, identify specific concerns (if any) you have regarding Written 
Communication. 
1. How long has it been since you had a writing class? 
A. 0-2 years 
B. 3-5 years 
C. 6-1 0 years 
D. More than ten years 
2. Have you ever formally studied grammar rules as part of an English class or writing class? 
A. Yes (go to question 3) 
B. No (skip to question 4) 
3. If yes, how would you rate your ability to correctly identify the parts of speech on a grammar 
test? 
A. I could ace a grammar test. 
B. I could get more right than wrong. 
C. I could get as much right as I do wrong. 
D. I could get more wrong than right. 
4. How do you feel about the grammar portion of Written Communication? 
A. I am excited to study grammar. 
B. I am glad to be studying grammar. 
C. I am neither excited nor worried about studying grammar. 
D. I have some concerns about studying grammar. 
E. I am terrified of studying grammar. 




D. Below average 
E. Poor 
6. What are your major concerns (if any) regarding this course? 
A. Lack of grammar skills 
B. Lack of writing skills 
C. Lack of writing experience 
D. All of the above 
E. None of the above 




1. Brain-based learning facilitator 1 2 days @ $500/day 
2. Curriculum Development Team* 
Curriculum workbook 
*paid for by Teaching and 
Learning Center (TLC) 
Survey development and data 
collection-two semesters 
*paid for by Faculty Professional 
Development Fund 
*Cost shared item 
1. Brain-based facilitator travel from 
La Crosse, WI, to Eau Claire, WI 
1 - 1 80 mile round trip @ 
$.38/mile X 180 miles 
1 night in hotel @ 
$1 OOInight 
1 / 4 meals 6) $1 Olmeal I 
SUPPLIES 
1. Miscellaneous brain-based 






(Koosh balls, hand grips, 
squeeze toys) 
2. Paper for student and faculty 
surveys 
$350 general supply cost 
1 box white printer paper 
@ $45/box 
Budget Narrative 
The bulk of this project's costs are personnel related. Brain-based learning facilitator 
Debra Walsh of Western Wisconsin Technical College (WWTC) in Lacrosse, Wisconsin, will 
be paid a consultant fee of $500 per day for her two 8-hour workshop sessions. Additional 
facilitator-related costs include travel expenses. Ms. Walsh will drive 180 miles round-trip to 
Eau Claire, Wisconsin, to lead the brain-based curriculum sessions with the Curriculum 
Development Team. As part of this training, Ms. Walsh will spend the night at the Holiday Inn 
near CVTC and receive a small amount of money for her meals. 
The Curriculum Team will receive its personnel money from two CVTC sources: the 
Teaching and Learning Center (TLC) and the Faculty Professional Development Fund. The team 
will receive a flat rate of $1800 from TLC for the development of the grammar workbook. The 
pay rate is based on TLC's own curriculum formula for creating a course workbook. The 
additional $2100 will be distributed by the Faculty Professional Development Fund. This fee 
supports the year-long efforts the curriculum team will put forth to develop Written 
Communication pre-and post-grammar exams, pre-and post-student surveys, and pre-and post- 
faculty surveys. The team will be responsible for collecting and analyzing the data from both 
semesters during the 2006-2007 academic school year and disseminating the results. All money 
will be divided equally among the members of the Curriculum Team. 
The classroom supplies will be purchased locally by the Curriculum Team. All supplies 
will be kept in room 209B, the Communication Skills supply room, for all Written 
Communication instructors to use. Multiple marker and pencil sets can be purchased, as well as 
classroom paper and scissors. Brain-based music CDs and hand manipulators such as Koosh 
balls, therapy balls, and other small hand objects will be purchased for student use during 
grammar activities. White computer paper will be used for the pre-and post-anxiety assessment 
and the pre- and post-grammar test. The instructor feedback form will be available electronically 
through CVTC's Zoomerang intranet survey forms. 
Dissemination Plan 
The information gathered from this project will be presented to several key departments 
at CVTC. First, the results of the student and instructor surveys will be shared with the 
Communication Slulls Department within four weeks after the each semester ends: January 2007 
(data fiom fall 2006) and June 2007 (date fiom spring 2007). During these sessions, the 
Department can discuss the possibility of creating more brain-based learning activities for not 
only Written Communication but other communication courses, as well. 
In addition, the Curriculum Team will share the project and its results with CVTC's Staff 
Development leaders who embrace brain-based learning practices and encourage all CVTC 
instructors to incorporate such teaching strategies into their curriculum. The Curriculum Team 
will also lead a brain-based learning session during May Academy in 2007. The curriculum 
project will be used as a model to all departments that modify portions of existing courses to 
include brain-based learning curriculum. The project's successes and challenges will be 
discussed in a panel discussion group with a question and answer session following. 
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